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Abstract: 
Digital forms of participation with significant places, such the Sydney Opera House, are 
increasing. What can they reveal about communities of this World Heritage property? 
How do contingent forms of participation evidence the interconnectedness of tangible, 
intangible and digital forms of cultural heritage? 
Critical heritage scholars assert that social value is a central issue in cultural heritage. In 
an Australian context, ‘social value’ is used to denote the significance that communities 
have for places of cultural heritage. For over two decades social value has been promoted 
by Australian heritage practitioners, yet it remains a critical and ongoing issue for the 
profession and academic discipline. Unlike other forms of place-significance such as 
scientific, historic or aesthetic values, the assessment of social value is complex and 
difficult to evidence. This theoretical paper explores participation in place through two 
digital instances, buying a real tile on eBay and a virtual one on Own Our House a 
crowdfunding venture by the Sydney Opera House Trust. The paper seeks to reveal how 
such online artefacts demonstrate the way in which cultural significance is entangled in 
everyday individual experiences. It argues that these seemingly insignificant moments 
of participation are implicated in the personal and the emotional by connecting work 
within critical heritage studies with the work of media scholar Jose van Dijck. Then the 
paper reflects how these everyday forms of participation enabled by digital technologies 
disrupt and complicate established ideas about communities upon which local, state, 





What	could	buying	a	 ‘roof	 tile’	on	eBay	tell	us	about	 the	communities	of	a	World	Heritage	
property,	such	as	the	Sydney	Opera	House?	Over	the	past	few	years	there	have	been	several	
such	auctions	on	 this	website,	 selling	 ‘genuine’	 spolia	 from	Australia’s	most	 iconic	work	of	
architecture.	But	 this	 is	not	 the	only	way	 tiles	 from	this	place	can	be	purchased.	As	part	of	
the	building’s	40th	birthday	celebrations,	 the	Sydney	Opera	House	Trust	 launched	 the	Own 






















blog	 or	 being	 part	 of	 a	 televised	 giant	 cake	making-event,	 they	 are	 also	 transforming	 and	
enabling	the	existing	practices	of	communities	and	audiences	of	World	Heritage	properties.	






reactions	 to	 historical	 shifts	 in	 communication	 systems	 are	 not	 unprecedented	 (Jenkins	 &	





reasonably,	 such	 instances	 could	 be	 considered	 small	 and	 apparently	 insignificant	 instances	





















to	 communities	within	 their	 corresponding	 frameworks,	 lists	 and	 registers	 at	 a	 local,	 state,	
national	 or	 international	 level.	National	 legislation	 and	 charters	 usually	 govern	 these	 levels,	
except	for	at	an	international	 level	through	the	World	Heritage	program,	which	is	governed	
by	 the	 United	Nations	 Educational	 Scientific	 and	 Cultural	 Organisation’s	 (UNESCO)	 suite	 of	
charters	and	conventions.	Yet,	when	these	same	sites	are	viewed	through	the	lens	of	digitally	












through	 their	 social	 interconnections	 with	 institutions;	 through	 their	 sense	 of	 belonging,	
personal	 ties	 or	 ‘communion’;	 or	 through	 propinquity,	 namely	 their	 sense	 of	 psychological	




illustrate	 the	way	 the	building	 is	 a	means	 for	people	 to	 come	 together.	On	Flickr	 there	are	
groups	that	define	themselves	as	exclusively	collecting	(or	rejecting)	photographs	of	the	Sydney	
Opera	House.	In	2011,	Planet	Cake	coordinated	a	group	of	volunteers	in	making	a	giant	Sydney	



























The	 concept	 of	 participatory	 culture	 blurs	 the	 boundaries	 of	 communities	 and	 audiences.	
Coined	by	media	 scholar	Henry	 Jenkins,	 ‘participatory	 culture’	 describes	 the	way	 audiences	
are	not	 simply	passive	 receivers	of	culture,	but	 instead	are	active	participants	who	draw	on	
culture	and	appropriate	it	for	their	own	uses	(Jenkins	1988).	Since	the	advent	of	Web	2.0	and	
digital	technologies	the	term	has	become	widely	used	to	describe	the	participatory	character	
of	 internet	media	and	 the	more	broadly	 ‘participation’	as	a	 theme	 in	a	 range	of	disciplines	
(Delwiche	&	Jacobs	Henderson	2013).	The	groups	described	by	Jenkins’	concept	of	participatory	
culture	are	less	like	audiences	and	more	akin	to	communities.	
Emerging	 investigations	 into	 digital	 forms	 of	 heritage	 have	 taken	 place	 alongside	 the	






difficult	 to	 assess	 and	 inscribe	 because	 it	 challenges	 established	 definitions	 of	 communities	
and	audiences	that	are	directly	tied	to	existing	local,	state,	national	and	international	heritage	
inscription	frameworks.	In	an	international	context	the	UNESCO	Charter on the Preservation 
of Digital Heritage (Digital Heritage Charter)	broadly	conceives	of	digital	heritage	as	virtual	
replicas	of	tangible	places	of	cultural	significance	or	documents	created	digitally	that	should	
be	 preserved.	 Yet,	 neither	 the	 Digital Heritage Charter,	 nor	 the	 Australia ICOMOS Burra 









which	 is	 determined	within	 ‘the	minds	 of	 participants	 rather	 than	 the	 geographical	 spaces	
they	occupy,	and	is	defined	by	the	subjective	experiences	and	associations	it	engenders’.	She	




Smith	 where	 they	 note	 that	 there	 are	 many	 examples	 of	 communities	 that	 are	 not	 very	
‘community-like’	and	like	all	groups	are	subject	to	the	social	pressures	of	power,	mediation	and	
varying	emotions.	Waterton	and	Smith	(2010:	8)	argue	that	communities	are	not	static	social	















































objects	 are	used	 to	 remember	 and	 recollect	




certain	 form	of	 connection	with	 the	 Sydney	
Opera	 House.	 If	 the	 individual	 has	 been	 to	
the	building	it	can	act	as	a	way	of	capturing	









technologies.	 Rather	 than	 positioning	 blogs	
against	paper	diaries,	 for	 example,	 van	Dijck	





artefacts	 to	significant	practices	at	a	cultural	 level	as	well	as	emotionally	 significant	 instances	



















Social Value and Community
Scholars	within	 the	 field	of	Critical	Heritage	 Studies	 consider	 social	 value	 as	 a	 central	 issue	
for	contemporary	definitions	of	cultural	heritage.	 In	The Uses of Heritage,	 Laurajane	Smith	














Social	 value	 has	 been	 included	 as	 a	 form	 of	 place-significance	 in	 Australia’s	 best-known	
heritage	practice	 instrument	The Burra Charter: The Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places 
of Cultural Significance (Burra Charter), since	its	initial	adoption	in	1979.	While	it	is	regularly	
included	in	national	listings,	it	has	rarely	been	used	as	the	sole	criterion	for	inscription.	(Canning	
&	Spenneman	2001).	Unlike	other	forms	of	cultural	significance,	I	would	argue	that	social	value	




of	heritage.	Although	Australia	is	yet	to	ratify	the	UNESCO	Convention for the Safeguarding of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage1	the	articulation	that	places	may	have	‘intangible	dimensions’	
of	 places	 in	 the	 current	 version	 of	 the	Burra Charter	 (Australia	 ICOMOS	2013:	Article	 1.1)	







within	instruments	such	as	the	Nara Document on Authenticity	adopted	by	ICOMOS	in	1994,	
and	more	recently	through	the	adoption	of	international	instruments	such	as	the	Council of 




















technologies.	 It	 situates	 these	 activates	 as	 contributions	 to	 the	 broader	 cultural	 processes	
enacted	 around	 this	 place.	 But	 the	 problematisation	of	 heritage	when	 viewed	 through	 the	
lens	of	digital	technologies	is	not	simply	resolved	by	dissolving	the	separation	of	communities	
and	audiences	 through	 the	 concept	of	participatory	 culture.	 The	 slippery,	difficult	 to	define	
characteristics	of	such	instances	as	described	here,	also	raise	questions	on	what	the	object	of	
study	is.	If	heritage	is	to	be	defined	and	described	through	social	values,	and	these	are	being	





























ephemeral	and	perhaps	only	personally	significant,	 it	also	serves	to	reveal	 the	way	 in	which	
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